The World Health Organisation (WHO) declared smallpox to be eradicated and vaccination no longer necessary in 1980 but doubts have remained about the long term viability of smallpox virus on well preserved corpses, especially if buried in permafrost.' 2 Recently, exhumation work in a London church crypt led to a reappraisal of the hazard in handling corpses buried at a time when smallpox was endemic in Britain.
Background and description
The church is of outstanding architectural importance and essential renovation work required the clearing of coffins from the crypt followed by cremation and reinterment of any remains. Burials in the crypt had taken place between 1729 and 1856 when it is estimated from the parish bills of mortality that perhaps 5-10% of deaths could have been from smallpox. The cool dry conditions in the crypt contributed to the preservation of the wooden coffins, many of which had sealed, intact lead linings and were therefore likely to contain well preserved corpses. As the exhumation work was to be performed by a team of archaeologists directed by palaeontologists, the Health & Safety Executive (HSE) was asked to advise on the health precautions to be adopted for:
Phase 1 The moving of decayed coffins and the scientific examination of their human remains. 
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